
Foreword
Ten years ago, in a board of directors’ statement titled Our Students’ Best Work, the 
Association of American Colleges and Universities (AAC&U) called on higher educa-
tion to pioneer an approach to accountability “worthy of our mission.” The assessment 
of college learning, the board affirmed, ought to be based on students’ authentic 
educational work—that is, the work students create for course and program assign-
ments—and not on standardized tests of generic skills that are disconnected by design 
from students’ programs of study.

This year, as AAC&U celebrates one hundred years of leadership for liberal 
education, I am delighted to report that my colleagues and thousands of partners 
throughout the higher education community have rallied to that 2004 call. As The 
VALUE Breakthrough explains, the AAC&U community today is helping to move the 
assessment of college learning in an important new direction. 

Valid Assessment of Learning in Undergraduate Education—AAC&U’s VALUE 
initiative—is a far-reaching effort to focus assessment on the work students produce 
in their progress toward a degree. Faculty serving as assessors use validated VALUE 
rubrics or scoring guides to determine whether students are practicing and develop-
ing key learning outcomes such as inquiry and analysis, quantitative reasoning, or 
problem solving through their course of study and through informal learning such 
as internships and cocurricular experiences. They use as evidence students’ own 
authentic work, which might include research papers, laboratory reports, writing 
samples, creative projects, e-portfolios, or even videos showing the students at work 
in field-based projects or practicums.

By focusing on assignments produced for a degree program rather than on 
answers on time-limited standardized tests, VALUE has become a national movement 
to change the way we envision and approach the assessment of student learning gains 
and accomplishments in college. Grassroots and experimental at first, the VALUE 
movement is now becoming organized through a national effort to develop and deploy 
a common platform for showing what students are actually gaining from their studies. 
The VALUE Breakthrough explains succinctly and directly the progress and impor-
tance of this movement. Author Daniel Sullivan, a wise advisor to the VALUE effort 
and to AAC&U, tells us how VALUE relates both to the larger aims of a quality liberal 
education and to the capabilities employers seek and reward. 

As you read this report, I hope you will share my excitement about the benefits 
to students that are inherent in this new approach to assessment and learning. I also 
hope you will be inspired to become part of the VALUE redirection of assessment 
principles and basic practices.

VALUE brings faculty and students together not only as co-creators of new evi-
dence for assessment, but also, far more fundamentally, as shared partners in the 
larger project of helping students make the most of their college learning. The VALUE 
movement is not simply an assessment project. Rather, it is a collective embrace of 
what college learning should be for all our students: an apprenticeship in powerful 
learning, an immersion in complex questions and evidence-based reasoning, and an 
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opportunity for students to show themselves and others what they can successfully do 
with their college learning. VALUE provides public information to stakeholders about 
student achievement in college. But it also engages faculty directly with their shared 
role in developing assignments that help students practice and develop the capabilities 
they need. 

The VALUE approach to assessment has developed in phases. VALUE became 
possible when AAC&U’s Liberal Education and America’s Promise (LEAP) initiative 
first articulated a set of essential learning outcomes—knowledge, skills, responsibil-
ities, and applications—that educators view as necessary to quality learning and that 
employers see as necessary to workplace success. 

With a widely endorsed consensus on essential learning outcomes in hand, 
AAC&U Vice President Terrel Rhodes saw immediately that higher education needed 
rubrics to assess students’ achievement of these outcomes. But he also knew from his 
work on campus that many institutions already had created their own locally applied 
rubrics to evaluate specific learning outcomes. It was his insight that VALUE could 
tap these already developed local rubrics and faculty expert judgment on what counts 
as excellent work in such areas as writing, ethical reasoning, integrative learning, 
and intercultural learning. The VALUE rubrics were conceived as meta-rubrics that 
identify the core criteria associated with each learning outcome that are most widely 
shared across all types of institutions and that build statements of demonstrated 
achievement at progressively more advanced levels. From the day the VALUE idea was 
first generated at AAC&U, we all agreed that faculty judgment would be the crucial 
animating component in developing the rubrics for each learning outcome, but also in 
using these rubrics to take a close look at the strengths and weaknesses that are visible 
in students’ curricular accomplishments.

AAC&U secured funding, initially from State Farm Companies Foundation and 
then from the US Department of Education’s Fund for the Improvement of Post-
secondary Education, to develop rubrics or scoring guides. Sixteen separate liberal 
education VALUE rubrics were developed by sixteen teams of faculty, representing 
the full diversity of colleges and universities, and assessment experts. With nearly a 
hundred diverse institutions involved, the rubrics were validated against samples of 
student work, revised, tested again, and then made public in 2009. And very soon, 
they were being used across the United States and even around the world. Today, in 
the latest phase of this work, nine state systems and some ninety institutions—public 
and private, two-year and four-year—are working together to field-test and develop 
a national platform that will enable any campus to use the VALUE rubrics to assess 
students’ gains in the LEAP Essential Learning Outcomes. We are pleased and 
appreciative that the State Higher Education Executive Officers Association and the 
Multi-State Collaborative to Advance Learning Outcomes Assessment project have 
become our partners in this far-reaching educational change initiative. Funding for 
the current work has been provided by the Bill & Melinda Gates Foundation and by 
the Sherman Fairchild Foundation.

The timing of the initial release of the VALUE rubrics was auspicious. For over 
a decade, there had been a notable increase in the pressure on higher education 
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to become more transparently “accountable” for student learning. But as AAC&U 
repeatedly pointed out, most accountability proponents were vague and reductive 
with regard to what higher education should be accountable for. 

VALUE brought to the assessment dialogue, in our view, the right balance 
of specificity, commonality, and respect for the full spectrum of college learning. 
Through LEAP and the VALUE rubrics, AAC&U was far more specific than almost 
any other accountability proponent on the multiple forms of learning that provide 
needed “value,” both for the economy and for democracy. At the same time, the 
VALUE rubrics allow faculty and students to draw student work and artifacts from 
quite different settings and disciplines in order to determine whether students are 
developing the expected capabilities. The VALUE rubrics respect the complexity of the 
American higher education system, while also providing some common prompts for 
determining students’ level of achievement across the educational continuum. 

In 2007, AAC&U published Stanford scholar Richard J. Shavelson’s highly illu-
minating A Brief History of Student Learning Assessment: How We Got Where We Are 
and a Proposal for Where to Go Next. In the opening pages of that study, Shavelson 
reminded readers with italicized emphasis that “cultures of evidence will not automat-
ically lead to educational improvement, if what counts as evidence does not count as 
education.” Moreover, as he went on to say, higher education lacked any meaningful 
measures at all for many learning outcomes—personal, moral, civic, social, and inter-
cultural—that are essential to individual and societal functioning. The danger, he 
reminded readers, is that assessments would focus too narrowly and thereby run the 
risk of “narrowing the mission and diversity” of the American educational system.

The VALUE initiative moves us away from the “narrows.” It embraces multiple 
essential learning outcomes, not just a reductive few. Most of all, it recognizes the 
central reality that our graduates will be grappling, both in the economy and in civil 
society, with complex questions to which the right answers are not yet “known” and 
any solutions may be vigorously contested. VALUE encourages and supports edu-
cators’ efforts to engage students with exactly the kind of complex questions and 
unscripted challenges that matter in the world beyond the academy. 

As a historian, I am convinced that just as standardized tests with standardized 
answers became the metric of choice for the age of industrialization, valid assessments 
of students’ nonstandard and inquiry-based learning will become the assessment 
strategy of choice for this new era of innovation and global interconnections. 

It is an honor and a pleasure to begin AAC&U’s second century with such an 
important contribution to our students’ best learning and our society’s long-term needs. 

Carol Geary SChneider 
President, Association of American 
Colleges and Universities
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